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To Fear God


	Every day of the 17 years that I served in chaplaincy at Princeton University I encountered a bronze sculpture by George Segal called Abraham and Isaac.  It was placed right next to the University Chapel where I worked.  It showed the father and son in modern clothing, Abraham looming over Isaac with a knife in his hand.  Young adult Isaac is on his knees, looking up to his father, pleading, hands clasped, clearly begging for his life.  The sculpture was not commissioned by Princeton but rather by Kent State University, and the full title of the piece originally was Abraham and Isaac:  In Memory of May 4, 1970.  Kent State had engaged George Segal to produce a work to honor the loss of the four student anti-war protesters shot that day by National Guard troops.  When Kent State trustees saw the completed sculpture, they rejected it, they wouldn’t accept it.  After some deliberations, Princeton’s trustees did agree to take the work.  The artist had taught for a year at Princeton and was based nearby.  At Princeton the piece was simply a work of religious art.  They put it next to the Chapel AND published the full text of the sacrifice story (which we have just heard) on a bronze plaque nearby on the exterior wall of the Chapel to provide context for unsuspecting campus visitors who came across this alarming image.
	I imagine that the sculpture was simply too graphic, too shocking, too upsetting to many at Kent State, even nine years after the students’ deaths, when the piece was completed.  The sculptor had chosen for a still-hurting community a barbaric image.  And the artwork made the clear assertion that parents are still willing to sacrifice their children – sacrifice them to war, sacrifice their protesting voices to a hail of bullets.  Perhaps the Kent State trustees were hoping for a piece of art that would be comforting; they got one that made them generationally accountable for the student deaths.  Another artist invoked our Bible text regarding child sacrifice in what he saw as the absurdities of his time – Bob Dylan.  His song Highway 61 Revisited begins:
Oh God said to Abraham, “Kill me a son”
Abe says, “Man, you must be puttin’ me on”
God say, “No.” Abe say, “What?”
God say, “You can do what you want Abe, but
The next time you see me comin’ you better run”
Well Abe says, “Where do you want this killin’ done?”
God says, “Out on Highway 61”
	The story of Abraham and Isaac is truly shocking, including to us today.  You might say that it was shocking as well to Abraham – this is the length that God went to in order to get his attention.  Our passage for today begins by telling us that God’s command is a test, therefore it was an exercise to assess Abraham’s trust in God, a test that God never intended to see through to a murderous end.  “This is only a test.”  Abraham passes the test by confirming his willingness to obey even the most unconscionable, horrific demand.  This story should make us very uncomfortable, that is its point.  It should make us upset, it should make us ask why God would test anyone like this.
	Abraham had not been a flawless servant of God.  He had passed his wife Sarah off as his sister on two occasions, to save his own skin.  Sarah had thus ended up in the first instance in the harem of Pharaoh and in the second in the bedchamber of King Abimelech of Gerar.  Also, Abraham had begotten a child with his servant Hagar because he could not believe God’s promise that he and his elderly wife would have a son of their own.  Later, he banished Hagar and their son Ishmael, and as we heard in our scripture passage last week, they almost died in the desert except for God’s intervention.  Now that Abraham and Sarah have their promised son, Isaac, God feels the need to test Abraham in order to confront his conflicted loyalties:  is Abraham’s ultimate allegiance to Isaac his son, or to God?  To sacrifice Isaac would be to end God’s plan to build a great people out of Abraham and Sarah, at least through Isaac.  Abraham wants that plan to be fulfilled.  What will Abraham choose?  The test provides the answer to the question of Abraham’s ultimate allegiance, and to his trust in God that God’s promise to build a great people out of himself and Sarah WILL be achieved, even if somehow God now means that not to be through beloved Isaac. 
	I was greatly helped in my own wrestling with this text in this past week by the insights of a biblical scholar named Amanda Benckhuysen.  This test, she notes, serves its purpose, but it also leaves an indelible mark on both God and Abraham. Abraham now knows, in the profoundest of ways, that life with God is a gift, and that God’s blessing is freely bestowed. He need not struggle to make things happen in an advantageous way, to make God’s promises come true, because God will provide—fully, completely, and beyond all human imagination.  When we leave God in charge, miracles happen, extraordinary futures open up that we could never envision or bring into being by ourselves.  All Abraham has to do is to recognize God around and within him, and to remember to allow God to guide his steps, direct his paths, and make a future for him.  Abraham’s earlier attempts to make blessing happen and to fulfill God’s predictions were profoundly costly to Sarah, Hagar, and Ishmael.  In a way, the almost-sacrifice of Isaac was God’s desperate intervention before Abraham could somehow again scuttle God’s plan of redemption and blessing.
But God now knows something too. God learns that Abraham fears him. This is the first time the Bible describes Abraham’s demeanor toward God in this way. Prior to this, the text depicts Abraham as listening to and obeying God. But now, God experiences more from Abraham — respect, awe, the deepest reverence, an understanding of how loving and how truly “other” God is.  The biblical concept of fearing God doesn’t mean fear in the sense that we usually use it – worry, terror, trembling anxiety.  It is unconditional reverence, respect, awe, trust, acceptance.  In the Book of Proverbs we read that the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom.  Indeed, it is the necessary platform for a life of wisdom, faith, integrity, and compassion.
Something changes between Abraham and God that day.  As Abraham learns to trust and fear God, God proves that God can be trusted – perhaps we might say that God was being tested and evaluated at Moriah as well.  In the history of God’s relationship with human beings, God will demonstrate this time and again:  God can be trusted. In the end, as God’s commitment to saving humanity fully unfurls, we see that while Abraham’s son is spared by the God who is Love, God’s son will not be spared from the cruelty of humans.  Christ, who three times predicts for his disciples the exact manner of his impending death, submits to our cruelty for the sake of our salvation.  This too becomes an act of provision on God’s part, fulfilling what God started in Abraham, the restoration of blessing to the nations -- to all the world.
And because Christ died, our relationship with God has forever been changed.  We, too, know that we can live in fear of God – in awe, reverence, respect, fullest trust.  We can trust God with our lives and with our deaths.  And for all of this we can live in profoundest gratitude.  God is always faithful to God’s covenant promises to us.  Life is trying, but no horrific test awaits us – not from God’s hands anyway.  Our redemption is sure.  
At the resolution of the almost-sacrifice of Isaac, Abraham calls the place where they are Moriah, translatable as both “God will see,” and “God will provide.”  When God sees our need, God provides.  Similarly, in her desperation, Hagar’s name for God is El Roi – God who sees.  She names the well where God met her “Beer-lahai-roi” (“Well of the Living One who sees me”).   Friends, wherever life takes you, you can trust that God sees, and God will provide.  Amen.
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